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 Erik Erikson’s influential psychosocial theory of development 
proposes that individuals pass through eight stages of 
development and, at each stage, confront a new conflict to be 
resolved (Erikson, 1963, 1968). The successful resolution of each 
stage’s conflict results in the attainment of what Erikson calls “ego 
qualities” that the individual must attain in order to effectively 
confront the next developmental stage. 
 According to this theory, adolescents pass through the stage of 
“identity development vs. identity confusion.” If identity is 
achieved, this results in the ego quality of fidelity. An adolescent 
therefore explores his or her world and makes commitments 
relating to issues such as continuing education and career 
options, religious and moral-ethical beliefs, and political issues.
 However, according to Arnett’s theory of “emerging adulthood,” 
the identity crisis that developmental theorists long thought 
occurred primarily during adolescence is actually a later-occurring 
process for many young people in developed Western nations 
(2000). For these individuals, the process of identity development 
has been postponed until the young adult years, between the 
ages of 18 and 25. 
 Recently, the literature has argued that adolescents are 
engaging in the process of identity construction in the context of 
strong media influences. The nature of identity development within 
this context, especially among adolescent females, has received 
increasing attention over the years (Josselson, 1987).
 Researchers have long focused on the role of print media, 
especially magazines geared towards teenage girls, in supporting 
traditional gender roles and encouraging low self esteem, body 
dissatisfaction, and the development of eating disorders (Milkie, 
1999; Tiggeman and Pickering, 1996; Turner et al., 1997).
 Increasingly, researchers are turning their attention to another 
aspect of the content of women’s magazines—their implications 
for identity development. A content analysis of teen magazines 
conducted by Evans, Rutberg, Sather, and Turner (1991) found 
that these teen magazines, always geared towards young women, 
do not address the issues crucial to identity development. 
Likewise, Massoni (2004) found in another content analysis that 
the teenage women who read Seventeen magazine encounter the 
familiar array of gender-stereotypical occupational divisions. 
 This study aims to broaden the literature on media influences 
and their implications for identity development in emerging adults. 
We identified messages about identity development and traditional 
roles for emerging adult women contained in popular magazines 
aimed at teens and adults (together targeting 18-25).
 Two popular women’s magazines, Cosmopolitan and Vogue, 
and their teen counterparts, CosmoGirl and TeenVogue, were 
reviewed. 
 In the 22 issues of these magazines published over a six 
month period, 956 articles (2541 pgs) were identified and 2,198 
ads (2638.45  pages) were coded. Articles were coded based on 
a system developed by Evans et al. (1991) for identity, and ads 
were coded based on a feminist schema developed by Peirce 
(1990) for traditional roles. 
 Articles were divided into 5 categories relating to identity 
development—Ideology, Future, Interpersonal, Self, and Other—
and 7 other categories—Sex, Appearance, Home, Stereotyped 
Male-Female Relations, Traditional Roles for Women Other, 
Entertainment/Celeb/Society, and Other. 
 Ads were divided into 4 categories relating to traditional roles 
for women—Beauty, Fashion, Feminine, & Household Products—
or  7 other categories ranging from feminist to neutral—Future, 
Charity, Health, Personal Services, Entertainment, Alcohol, & 
Other. 
 After the content of each article was coded (interrater 
agreement = 96%), the number of pages was calculated.
 There were no significant differences overall in the percentage of 
article pages in teen and adult magazines devoted to any identity 
development category, although the teen magazines did have slightly 
more articles in this category. (15% compared to 12% in the women’s 
magazines). There were, however, significant differences in some of 
the other content areas. While appearance is the primary focus of 
both types of magazines, women’s magazines devote a greater 
percentage of article pages to appearance (56%) than teen 
magazines (45%), t(20) = 2.41, p < .05. In addition, women’s 
magazines include a larger percentage of article pages devoted to sex 
(7%; t(20) = -2.25, p < .05) and stereotyped male-female relationships 
(9%; t(20) = -2.41, p < .05) than teen magazines (1% and 2% 
respectively).
 In terms of ads, there were significant differences in percentage of 
pages in 7 out of 11 categories (beauty, future, health, personal 
serves, alcohol, charity, and other). The percentage of article pages 
placed in the future category was much greater for the teens than 
women’s magazines, t(9) = 4.00, p < .05. Women’s magazines had a 
much larger percentage of beauty articles than teen magazines, t(18) 
= -2.34, p < .05. 
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These results suggest that emerging adult women are given very 
little information on identity development in both teen and adult 
magazine articles but plenty about appearance. The ads in teen 
magazines do seem to focus more on a identity issues than the 
adult magazines. Overall, teen and adult magazines are quite 
similar in content although the adult magazines seem to contain 
additional sexist content.
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